Notbeing a student ofShakespeare, I approachedthis monumental work ofliterary criticism with considerable diffidence. What is a psychiatrist doing reviewing an analysis of Shakespeare's work? The best answer is found in the subtitle of the book: Bloom's thesis is that "Shakespeare will go on explaining us, in part because he invented us." Bloom argues that no author rivals Shakespeare in the creation ofpersonality, that Shakespeare went beyond all precedents and "invented the human as we continue to know it." According to Bloom, Shakespeare not only invented the English language but also created the concept of human nature as we know it today-before Shakespeare there was "characterization," and after, there were "characters," men and women capable of change, with highly individual personalities. It is impossible for me to assess Bloom's claim that no Western writer is equal to Shakespeare as an intellect: as a psychiatrist, I feel entitled to review this book only from a mainly psychiatric point of view.
The dust jacket refers to Bloom as the "preeminent literary critic of our time." This may well be the case, but in the many comments in this book that pertain to psychiatry, he appears to wander out of his field of expertise. Bloom's first reference to Freud is to suggest that Shakespeare, "rather than his involuntary follower Freud, is our psychologist"-an unnecessarily provocative statement that is neither supported nor examples of characters described as being divided within themselves (for example, into the earthy and the puckish)-who have different, possibly contradictory, aspects to their personality. He also observes that "all marriages seem in Shakespeare to be headed for unhappiness," that Shakespeare holds the "black box" theory of object choice, and that marital disasters are as arbitrary as successes. It is not clear, however, what Bloom understands regarding object choice, although he seems to feel that unhappiness in relationships cannot be understood.
I am also somewhat unsettled by Bloom's discussion of "ambivalence." He describes Prince Hal and Sir John Falstaff as surpassing even Shylock in ambivalence. However, this statement is immediately followed by the assertion that "Shakespeare's sense of ambivalence is not Freud's, though clearly Freud, himself so ambivalent about Shakespeare, founds his account of ambivalence upon materials initially supplied by Shakespeare." This statement is given with no reference, nor is there any indication ofwhy it is made. Bloom continues: "Shakespearean ambivalence, subtler and more frightening (than Freudian ambivalence), diverts self-hatred into hatred of the other and associates the other with lost possibilities of the self." This is possibly an example ofprojection or perhaps projective identification, although what Bloom really intends to convey is not clear.
Bloom asserts that Hamlet and Falstaff are attended by the illusion of being real people, that even among Shakespeare's characters they have no rivals in comprehensiveness of consciousness. He adds that "our pleasure in Shakespeare primarily comes from the persuasive illusion that these shadows are cast by entities as substantial as ourselves." Yet, Bloom is unclear when asking what happens to Sir John Falstaff "ifwe deny him an ego." For Bloom, Falstaff is not the emblem of self-indulgence but rather "the representative of imaginative freedom, of a liberty set against time, death, and the state, which is a condition we create for ourselves" and "freedom from censoriousness, from the superego, from guilt." For Bloom, Falstaff is a "miracle in the creation of personality": Bloom feels that Falstaff, Bloom's comments on the play Measure for Measure are, once again, often obscure. For example, he, refers to to the playas a scherzo, which is Italian for joke. I am only familiar with the word as a result of my knowledge of music; the nonmusical reader who does not speak Italian cannot be expected to know its meaning. Nor is it clear what connotation Bloom is suggesting in employing the term. Bloom's reference to "civilization and its discontents," is similarly obscure and would be lost on the reader who is not psychoanalytically informed. His assessment of Vincentio' s handling of Isabella in Measure for Measure as "very much a transference manipulation" appears to be a questionable use of the term. Similarly, his reference to Isabella's outburst as "hysteria" and his suggestion that "in Vincentio's Vienna, as in Freud's, reality comes down to sex and death" suggest a careless use ofterminology and a reductionistic reading of Freud. His assertion that "the internalization ofthe selfis one of Shakespeare's greatest inventions" may be an important insight; however, Bloom's intent is obscured by his using a term which already has a meaning in psychological parlance.
Bloom could have expanded more explicitly on Othello as a study ofjealousy; what he wrote is cogent enough, but it could have been developed further. Bloom does, however, show how Shakespeare anticipates Freud with his reference to Bradshaw's observation that lago's genius was to persuade others that something they had not thought was something they had not wanted to think.
Discussing the play King Lear, Bloom suggests that Freud "most peculiarly thought that Lear burned with repressed lust for Cordelia, perhaps because the great analyst did for his Anna." Again, Vol 45, No9 he should state his evidence for suggesting this. Although he demonstrates that in King Lear Shakespeare understood character traits and affects such as antisocial personality, incessant demands for total love, and intense envy, Bloom appears not to understand Lear's great neediness when he suggests that "Lear's magnificent generosity of spirit, which makes him love too much, also prompts him to demand too much love."
It is difficult not to question to what extent Bloom grasps Freud's work. For Bloom, "Freud learned a scandalous proportion of his own supposed originalities from Shakespeare," including the insight that "fulfilment, ifnot happiness, depends upon the bringing to realization ofour deepest ambitions when we were still children." He offers no basis for saying that "Freud, wrongly desiring to be a scientist, gave his genius away to reductiveness" and that "In Freud, we are overdetermined, but always in much the same way." Moreover, he appears once more to misuse a psychoanalytic term in saying that "Coriolanus. .. is Shakespeare's reaction formation, or belated defence, against his own Anthony." It is surprising to read that Bloom is "more than wary" of Freudian interpretations ofShakespeare, givenhis frequent and rather cavalier use of psychoanalytic jargon and his propensityto refer to Freud. His conclusion that "Freud's triumph has proved equivocal; much of it expires with the twentieth century" is specious and unsupportedby any evidence. It is surprising that a writer who holds 2 professorships can, without offering any evidence, draw such wide-ranging conclusions about a subject outside his own field. This suggests that his conclusions may be drawn partly from personal feelings rather than from an understanding of the subject. Bloom ends the book with a final unsupported outburst that "Shakespeare is the original psychologist, and Freud the belated rhetorician."
Bloom's analyses of Shakespeare's plays are best appreciated by individuals with a more than passing acquaintance with the plays. I was much more able to appreciate Bloom's comments when they concerned plays that I had not only seen but previously studied. I do not know how much my objections to this remarkable and often fascinating piece of scholarship can be attributed to limitations in my knowledge of the Shakespearean canon, or to my relative unfamiliaritywith what is considered legitimatein literary criticism.
Bloom's many gratuitous references to Freud, however, are aggravating: "Sigmund Freud, as time's revenges will show, is nothing but belated William Shakespeare." His brief references to Freud or conclusions about Freud are usually given without an indication as to how they were drawn. Some references are frankly mystifying: "The nihilist questers emerge from the Shakespearean abyss, as Freud at his uncanniest emerged." This text contains copious, sometimes quite long, quotations from the plays, which may be necessary to make Bloom's points, but were for this nonspecialist difficult to read without footnotes. Obscure words and Book Review quotations usually are not explained. Bloom frequently makes significant assertions regarding psychoanalysis which he does not substantiate. He also makes unsubstantiated literary claims, such as his assertion that Bottom's reverie upon waking up was the finest speech Shakespeare had yet written, or that Bottom's greatness emerges most strongly in his vision. I have no wish to question either the depth of Shakespeare's genius or the breadth of Shakespeare's knowledge, which was recently impressed upon me when obliged to write an essay on the function of music in Shakespeare's plays. Bloom's reasoning may be clearer to others with a better knowledge of Shakespeare. His scholarship and depth of literary knowledge is undeniable, but his thesis and the text in general are flawed by unsubstantiated assertions regarding Freud and by his use of psychiatric and psychoanalytic terminology in a manner which suggests that he does not understand very well the terms he is using.
Bloom appears almost to deify Shakespeare in suggesting that he "understood 843 everything that we comprehend and far more (humankind never will stop catching up to him)." I do not think that it is necessary to idealize Shakespeare to appreciate his unique greatness. Nonetheless, in spite of these criticisms, Bloom has generated a very impressive, generally enjoyable-to-read, and intellectually rich volume of criticism. Bloom's work is also informed by his knowledge of biblical scripture, to which he frequently refers, enriching our understanding of Shakespeare. To read the appropriate chapter before viewing any one of Shakespeare's plays would likely enhance the experience for most playgoers. This book is a flawed masterpiece, but it does reveal the great knowledge and considerable psychological understanding of its author. Unfortunately, Bloom's attempts to apply Freud's ideas damage his argument. The text is also weakened by the absence of a list of references or a bibliography which would have strengthened the book academically and offered evidence for some of Bloom's claims. Nevertheless, at US$49.00, this is still a lot of book for the buck.
